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The purpose of this study was to improve the mean scores on the COMPASS
college placement test after guiding students through a PowerPoint presentation referred
to as COMPASS orientation. Scores obtained from college placement tests indicated a
large number of entering college students were not prepared for college-level classes.
During the 2006–2007 academic year, 1,427 COMPASS placement tests were
administered to students enrolling in the Big Sandy Community and Technical College
(BSCTC). Of that number, over 70% produced scores at or below the level requiring
developmental education. Data showed that only 28% of the students taking the
COMPASS placement tests required no developmental course work and could enter
college-level general education classes and receive college credit. This study proposed
that a short orientation immediately preceding the COMPASS placement test would
increase COMPASS placement test scores.
Findings from the study showed that a 5-minute pre-test orientation did not
significantly improve the mean test scores in reading, writing, or pre-algebra on the

COMPASS placement tests. The study showed that algebra scores had a significantly
improved mean score on the exam after intervention with the COMPASS orientation
tutorial PowerPoint presentation.
Recommendations from this study suggest that orientations and workshops should
be mandatory for all college applicants. Online web sources should contain materials and
web links for COMPASS study questions, COMPASS Web site addresses, and college
pre-test workshops and orientation dates. Stakeholders such as local advisory committees,
community businesses, and high schools should be involved with college application
requirements. How underprepared college students impact the available workforce pool
and the local economy should be discussed, and these businesses should be enlisted to
suggest avenues for improving testing outcomes and college success.

Keywords: algebra, college placement scores, college entrance requirements, English,
pre-algebra, reading, student success in college, college orientation
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Community college admissions are slated to increase due to the current economic
climate (Inside Higher Ed, 2008). The need for an educated workforce has never been
more evident than in the 21st century. Individuals who are now out of work now find the
time is right to enter college with the hope to become re-skilled. According to Lampkin
(2008), “A college degree, once all but reserved for the elite members of society, is now
recognized as a basic requirement for anyone who hopes to succeed in the modern
workplace” (p. 1). Today, Americans find themselves in competition for their jobs, not
just with their neighbors but also with individuals around the world who are highly
motivated, increasingly well educated, and willing to work for a fraction of the
compensation traditionally expected by U.S. workers (Augustine, n.d.).
Community colleges have historically been known as open door institutions
(Cohen & Brawer, 2003), and Big Sandy Community and Technical College’s
(BSCTC’s) history has traditionally been based on open access. During preparation for
the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) reaccreditation visit to the
campus of BSCTC, students were asked to attend one of a series of focus sessions to
answer the following open-ended question: In your opinion, what would improve student
learning?
1

The majority of students felt that better advising would help in selecting appropriate
courses for their major areas of study. The college administration decided to improve
advising and enrollment processes based upon student input. Collins (2008) stated,
“Students who arrive unprepared face more courses, longer times to a degree, higher
costs, and far too often, less success in meeting their goals” (p. 1).
Many applicants are uncertain about the college enrollment processes necessary to
enter community colleges. In 2003, the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education
(KYCPE) and American College Testing, Inc., (ACT) standardized college placement
test cut scores unique to students enrolling in the Kentucky Community and Technical
College System (KCTCS). In addition to accepting the ACT placement scores, colleges
would implement the Computer Adaptive Placement and Support System (COMPASS)
test in individual college testing centers on demand. Both college placement tests are
ACT products and are predictive of student success in the first year of college (KYCPE,
2005).

College Placement Tests
College placement tests define college readiness by establishing benchmarks
empirically or through cut scores (ACT, 2010). For example, ACT defined college
readiness by establishing college readiness benchmarks representing the minimum ACT
test scores required for students to have a high probability of success in corresponding
credit-bearing first-year college courses. These benchmarks reflect the ACT scores
students need to earn to have at least a 75% or greater chance of obtaining a course grade
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of “C” or better (ACT, 2005). Thus, a score achieved on a college placement test is only a
gauge of the probability that a student will receive at least a “C” in a college course.
The placement test does not nor was it developed to measure content knowledge
(ACT, 2008a). Poor results on the college placement test can increase time to graduation
and increase financial debt thus causing catastrophic consequences on an individual’s
college and career goals by placing students into developmental classes (Roueche &
Roueche, 1999). In 2006, 45% of Kentucky college applicants were placed into college
with at least one developmental need. These classes are sequenced requiring attainment
of specific learning outcomes for each class. Students placing into the lowest
developmental classes for the three content areas of writing, reading, and mathematics
may extend the length of their stay in college up to three semesters taking developmental
classes (KCTCS, 2008a).

Statement of the Problem
Nationally, 28% of college applicants place into developmental classes according
to Russell (2008). KYCPE (2007) statistics revealed 45% of Kentucky college applicants
were placed into college with at least one developmental need in 2006. Data gathered
from the 2008 KCTCS PeopleSoft data management system showed placement testing
scores at BSCTC with 72% of students needing at least one developmental class.
BSCTC applicants are seldom advised about how the placement test cut scores
can impact their future college experiences. Poor results on the college placement tests
prevent students from enrolling in college level courses. As a result, students are placed
into developmental classes, which increases time to graduation and substantially
3

increases student financial debt which can cause deleterious consequences on the
individual’s college and career goals (Kolajo, 2004).
The KCTCS developmental classes are sequenced requiring attainment of specific
learning outcomes for each class. Students placing into the lowest developmental classes
for the three content areas of writing, reading, and mathematics will extend their length of
stay in college up to three semesters taking developmental classes (KCTCS, 2008b).
Currently, the developmental writing course sequence requires successfully completing
two classes; the developmental reading and mathematics course sequences each require
three classes. An analysis of the data gathered indicated BSCTC was not equipped to deal
with the overwhelming needs of increasing numbers of underprepared students.
Unfortunately, developmental classes require the same tuition as college-level classes;
yet the credits received from developmental classes cannot be applied toward a college
degree. A full array of developmental course work at a KCTCS college would cost
$2,904.00. In addition, an appropriate score in reading at the college placement level is a
prerequisite for the majority of the general education classes necessary for graduation. A
low score in reading precludes enrollment in these basic courses until the reading score
improves to the appropriate level indicating the student may enroll in college level course
work (KCTCS, 2008b).
Most interested college applicants visit the admissions center requesting
information about the enrollment process and expect to meet with an advisor or
counselor. The process at BSCTC requires admission personnel to attempt to enroll these
individuals as quickly as possible. Thus, the COMPASS test was often taken while
4

students were not in a frame of mind to perform well on a standardized exam. Many of
those merely seeking information are rushed through the process in 2 hours as evidenced
by the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE, 2007). In addition,
data revealed 52% of the fall 2006 students designated undecided or non-degree as their
major area of study. According to applicants presenting to the testing center, enrollment
personnel explained that the placement test cannot be failed. Prospective students do not
discuss with advisors educational goals or course prerequisites during the application and
registration process. According to the student services checklist, after the placement test,
class schedules are processed once the COMPASS scores are attained. Applicants are
astounded to find this test determines their future educational path and what classes can
be scheduled (BSCTC, 2008b). It is the first time an enrollee finds out he or she must
first take one, two, or even three developmental classes before being enrolled in college
credit-bearing classes.

Purpose of the Study
This study determined if there were differences between the spring 2008
COMPASS mean scores from students in the non-treatment group not exposed to a
COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation and the spring 2009 COMPASS
mean scores from students in a treatment group exposed to the COMPASS orientation
tutorial PowerPoint presentation.
According to Conley (2007), college readiness can be defined operationally as the
level of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and succeed in a credit-bearing
general education course. Students ready for college course work are those individuals
5

who, without remediation, are enrolled in a postsecondary institution offering
baccalaureate degrees or transfers credit to a baccalaureate program. Students, who have
no opportunity to study for the placement test, may be at a distinct disadvantage
achieving acceptable placement test scores (Roueche & Roueche, 1999). Providing a
short pre-test orientation might be one method of providing an introduction to the
mechanics of the BSCTC COMPASS placement test to increase COMPASS placement
scores.
The college enrollment process is the first step for students entering BSCTC. The
College’s Admissions Department staff members encourage students to complete
enrollment, registration, placement testing, and class scheduling during their first college
visit. The enrollment personnel are required to attend workshops sponsored by KCTCS in
providing customer satisfaction and friendly service. Employees have been trained to
provide “one-stop shopping” for students who wish to enroll. KCTCS employee training
workshops repeatedly stress that information seeking individuals might not enroll in the
college should there be a need for a return visit. The fact that enrollees are helped to
complete a college application, visit with the financial aid department, take the college
placement test, and register for classes during one visit is seen as admirable by student
services and enrollment personnel according to J. Wright (Associate Dean of Student
Affairs, personal communication, April, 2008).
Significance of the Study
The researcher realized that the majority of enrolling students had no college
orientation or information regarding college placement tests. For community college
6

students, Kirst (2005) estimated that 80% of high school graduates have the least
information about how to be successful in college. For these students, placement
standards are more important than admission standards. Data from the National Center
for Education Statistics indicated that 28% of entering college students take at least one
course in remedial reading, writing, or mathematics (Russell, 2008).
During the 2006–2007 academic year, 1,427 COMPASS placement tests were
administered to students enrolling in the BSCTC (Figure 1). Of that number, over 70%
produced scores at or below the developmental level (KCTCS, 2008d). Only 400 students
or 28% required no developmental course work and could enter college-level general
education classes and receive college credit. The chair of the college’s developmental
program department used available student statistics to determine that 787 students were
enrolled in developmental mathematic courses indicating the majority of students were
testing into developmental classes as evidenced by their college placement scores.
Basmat and Lewis (2003) stated the following:
Remedial education means any program, course, or activity that is designed
specifically for students who have basic deficiencies in reading, written or oral
communication, mathematics, study skills, or other skills necessary to do
beginning postsecondary work as defined by the institution. (p. iii)

7
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Figure 1 COMPASS Testing Results for Academic Year 2006–2007

Developmental education is costly. Kentucky spends more than $25 million a year
on college remedial education (KYCPE, 2007). Russell (2008) found that college
students who enroll in developmental courses, on average, have less favorable
educational outcomes than students who enter ready for college-level work. Successful
completion of developmental coursework, however, reduces the gap and provides a
stepping-stone to degree attainment (Russell). According to the state’s CPE, officials
contended the state must fix the problem or it will never meet its goal of increasing the
number of people holding bachelor's degrees. That goal is almost 800,000 in 2020, nearly
double the number in 2000 (Rodriguez, 2009). Nationally, the provision of
developmental education services for academically underprepared students is seen as a
fundamental function of every community college (Cohen, 2003). In addition,
Kentucky’s public agenda for 2005–2010 also acknowledges this responsibility of
providing developmental education to ensure the educational success of incoming
postsecondary students (KYCPE, 2006).
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The depressive economic outlook in 2009 caused a fluctuating local job market in
coal mining and agriculture. This depressed job market significantly increased the
numbers of nontraditional individuals over the age of 25 enrolling in community colleges
seeking to upgrade their employment skills (KCTCS, 2009). In many colleges, a majority
of students arrive with academic skills inadequate for success in college-level courses.
For the local service area of BSCTC, basic skills in reading, writing, and mathematics are
weak at best, with skill levels as low as third and fourth grade (Kentucky Adult
Education, 2008).
The initiatives described in this research study follow the direction established by
BSCTC as an institution dedicated to addressing the needs of the surrounding community
and being responsive to student needs. Building on the positive attributes of faculty and
staff, enhancements to the current admission process will prove to demonstrate that
student learning is at the center of the college’s community.

Research Question
This study explored if there were differences between the spring 2008 COMPASS
mean scores from students in the non-treatment group not exposed to the COMPASS
orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation and the spring 2009 COMPASS mean scores
from students in the treatment group exposed to the COMPASS orientation tutorial
PowerPoint presentation The following research question guided the study:
Is there a difference in mean placement scores of students who were exposed to
an orientation session and students who were not exposed to an orientation session?

9

Assumptions
The researcher recognized several assumptions prior to conducting this research
study. For the purpose of this study, the following assumptions were identified: (a) no
bias would be introduced by the researcher during data collection; (b) the COMPASS
computerized placement test measures correct college placement of entering BSCTC
students; (c) both cohort groups would be similar in prior exposure to COMPASS
placement preparation; and (d) the cohort groups would be demographically similar.

Delimitations
The researcher also recognized several limitations prior to conducting this study.
For the purposes of this study, five delimitations were identified. The first delimitation is
the quasi-experimental design. According to Houser (2008), it is inappropriate to draw
firm conclusions about cause and effect with random assignment of groups. The groups
may not be equivalent in characteristics, and extraneous variables may be introduced; and
Houser stated, “The rival explanations for the outcome exist and may weaken confidence
in the results” (p. 409).
The second delimitation is the short periods of time included in the research. The
third delimitation in this study related to using only one campus out of four in the BSCTC
system. The fourth delimitation is that both cohorts of applicants may have previously
taken the COMPASS placement test or another college admission/placement test. The
fifth delimitation is that the applicants may or may not have taken a test-taking skills
review course, or otherwise prepared before taking the COMPASS placement test.
Therefore, research findings cannot be generalized to other community college settings.
10

Definition of Terms
The terms listed in this section are provided for clarification and to present a clear
understanding of the use of the terms in the study.
Assessment refers to the ongoing process aimed at understanding and improving student
learning. It involves making expectations explicit and public; setting appropriate
criteria and high standards for learning quality; systematically gathering,
analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how well performance matches
those expectations and standards; and using the resulting information to
document, explain, and improve performance (Angelo, 1995).
College-level class work refers to the level of skill attainment and reasoning ability
associated with or required by courses of study designed to lead to a degree.
College placement refers to a determination in which freshmen academic class students
will best succeed. Placement is determined by many factors including high school
grade point averages (GPAs), college transcripts, ACT scores, Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT) scores, and COMPASS exam scores (KYCPE, 2004).
Computer Adaptive Placement and Support System (COMPASS) Exam refers to a
placement test developed by ACT which is a computer-adaptive college
placement test evaluating incoming students’ skill levels in reading, writing skills,
writing essay, mathematics, and English as a Second Language. It is used to place
students in appropriate beginning courses and connect them to the resources they
need to achieve academic success (ACT, 2009).
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COMPASS orientation refers to the 5-minute PowerPoint presentation developed to
improve placement scores by enhancing knowledge of the computer skills
required for the COMPASS exam. Also included, are sample questions with
answers in the academic areas of reading, writing, pre-algebra, and algebra.
Cut score(s) is a term which refers to the score students need to achieve on a college
placement test in order to take college-credit-bearing-level classes. The scores are
not stagnant and are often changed by a college, university, or state educational
board.
General education competencies are educational outcomes all graduates from KCTCS
colleges are assumed to know. This implies some understanding of the value of
higher education and the world of work and career fields related to their own
abilities, interests, and needs. Students graduating from a KCTCS college will
demonstrate the following general education core competencies at the level to the
credential (KCTC, 2008c; BSCTC, 2007a):
x

Communicate effectively.

x

Think critically.

x

Learn independently.

x

Examine relationships in diverse and complex environments.

Developmental education refers to “program, course, or activity (in the areas of reading,
writing, or math) for students lacking those skills necessary to perform college
level work at the level required by your institution” (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 1991, p. 46).
12

Remedial class work refers to courses which are also called developmental class work.
One distinction many make is that remedial classes are in academic areas in
which a student has already taken but not successfully completed a course. A
preference for one or the other is usually ongoing.

Organization of the Study
The research study is organized into five chapters. Chapter I presented
introductory elements of the study, and includes a statement of the problem, purpose of
the study, significance of the study, research questions, assumptions, delimitations, and
definition of terms. A review of related literature compiled in Chapter II addresses
literature regarding the impact a college orientation session can have on improving
college placement scores. Chapter III discusses the methods and procedures used to
facilitate the study including the research design, population and sampling procedure,
instrumentation, validity of the instrument, reliability of the instrument, and data
collection procedures. The results and statistical analysis of the study are presented in
Chapter IV. The analysis of the study involved
demographics of the population and institution, and an examination of the research
question. The study concludes in Chapter V with a summary of the findings and
implications, conclusions drawn from the study, limitations of the study, and
recommendations for future research.

13

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

History of the Community College
To increase admissions, universities decided to relax admissions policies while
offering financial aid to attract academically prepared students. With more students
eligible for admission to more prestigious colleges and universities, the pool of
academically prepared students applying to the community colleges dwindled. To
increase admissions, community colleges had to try a new strategy to attract students and
increase their enrollment. This strategy was the open door policy (Cohen & Brawer,
2003).
However, “open door” does not equate with admitting unprepared students to
college. College success does not just happen. Increasingly, decisions about college
readiness are made by standardized assessments (Byrd, 2005). College placement testing
is used in higher education to predict students’ readiness for college and used to help
entering students in appropriate beginning courses (Byrd). The 14 states comprising the
Achieving the Dream members suggested that placement and assessment policy “can be
an important lever for increasing success in community colleges” (Collins, 2008, p. 5).
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BSCTC History
BSCTC campus locations are in three counties. Hager Hill and Paintsville
campuses are in Johnson County, Pikeville campus is in Pike County, and Prestonsburg
campus is in Floyd County. Under SACS in December 2003, a single accreditation
replaced the individual accreditations for Mayo Technical College’s Council on
Occupational Education (COE) and Prestonsburg Community College’s SACS. In
January 2004, the SACS Commission on Colleges approved the consolidation of the two
colleges.

Demographics
BSCTC students’ demographic data are similar to community colleges across the
country. BSCTC’s students represent a diverse population in terms of age, socioeconomic
background, academic preparation, and other common characteristics. Statistics relative
to these areas provide the reader with a picture of those who seek new opportunities
through BSCTC. Community colleges have a particular responsibility to minimize
attrition, because for many students, “the choice is not between the community college
and a senior residential institution; it is between the community college and nothing”
(Cohen & Brawer, 2007, p. 58).
Community College Enrollment Practices
The National Association for College Admission Counseling (2008) states in its
Report of the Commission on the Use of Standardized Tests in Undergraduates
Admission that the best “form of test preparation focuses on core knowledge content and
15

on the skills that will help prepare students for their academic future” (p. 8). In addition,
the commission listed the
following as test preparation best practices:
x

Familiarity with test question format

x

Familiarity with test administration procedures

x

Alignment with skills necessary to master college preparatory course work

x

Instruction in basic study habits and skills (National Association for
College Admission Counseling)

According to Gerlaugh (2007), numerous researchers, “who are leading scholars
in the field of developmental education and college first-year experiences, support
mandatory placement as an integral step in providing successful developmental education
programs” (p. 2). Gerlaugh also stated, “For all of the rhetoric about placement scores,
the most important facet of this research cannot be ignored—student success” (p. 2). Kuh
(2005) believes that innovative institutions provide guideposts leading students to
success. These guideposts include transitional experiences that acclimate first-year and
transfer students to institution values, academic expectations, and campus resources and
opportunities.
Kirst (2005) led an investigation of higher education admissions policies, by
comparing freshman placement/advising policies among colleges and universities. Kirst
(2005) found 49 states adopted academic standards and statewide achievement tests due
to legislation enacted for No Child Left Behind. This led to lack of coherence in content
and assessment standards between K–12 and higher education. Kirst reiterated that there
16

is a lack of coherent strategy causing a quagmire of standards, rather than a coherent
strategy.
For community college students, Kirst estimated that 80% of high school
graduates have the least information about how to be successful in college. For these
students, placement standards are more important than admission standards.
Summarizing Collins’(2008) research with Achieving the Dream Foundation, there are
two schools of thought regarding students’ access and success in college. There are
advocates for open access to community colleges and advocates who believe high
standards should be in place for accessing college.
ACT’s National Curriculum Survey (ACT, 2008a) discovered those
postsecondary faculties expect college students to know more and be able to perform
with much more specificity than many high school teachers view as important. This is
reflected in a review of state standards of knowledge for high school curricula: “The long
lists of content topics and skills defy many teachers’ efforts to teach in detail the content
within the confines of a single school year” (ACT, 2008b, p. 4). ACT’s survey results
stated, “The extensive demands of state standards are forcing high school teachers to treat
all content topics as important, sacrificing depth for breadth” (ACT, 2008b, p. 4). Most
important to this research, Kirst (2005) stated, “Colleges should inform high school
students of the content, standards, and consequences of the placement tests” ( p. 1). While
the preponderance of literature regarding college freshmen placement issues is centered
on recent high school graduates in community college settings, entering freshmen are
many times individuals who have never graduated from high school, entering with a
17

GED, and often the first members in their families to pursue higher education. These
applicants are more apprehensive about their academic abilities compared to newly
graduated high school students. According to Collins (2006), colleges reviewed in “It’s
Not About the Cut Score” found a balance to ensure “students with a reasonable chance
of success in college level courses are not placed in developmental education and that
students unable to succeed without developmental education are appropriately placed” (p.
13). In 2002, the KYCPE developed placement cut scores for admitting students in
college-level classes in order to provide transferring students with a seamless higher
educational system. Previously, students were admitted into college-level classes
according to criteria set by individual colleges and universities.
College Placement Tests
Attempting to ensure students have the skills necessary for success in collegelevel mathematics, reading, and writing, the KYCPE established assessment and
placement policy cut scores for all postsecondary institutions. As stated in 13 KAR
2:020, Guidelines for Admission to the State-supported Postsecondary Education
Institutions in Kentucky, “The college placement test will be used to determine student
placement in college-level classes” (p. 1). The policy provided for the ACT RESIDUAL,
ASSET Testing Program, COMPASS Testing Program, or ACCUPLACER Testing
Program to be substituted for the ACT Assessment requirement (13 KAR 2:020, 2009).
An ACT score of 18 or above in reading or writing and the cut score of 20 in
mathematics allows a college applicant to enroll in entry-level credit-bearing classes in
these academic areas (KYCPE, 2007). Applicants with ACT placement scores less than
18

18 in reading or writing and 20 in mathematics are required to take an additional test for
college placement. The most frequently administered in KCTCS colleges is the
COMPASS; it is also a product of ACT. The COMPASS is a computer adaptive test, and
the applicant receives his or her COMPASS score immediately after completion.
Applicants are then advised to enroll in classes according to their scores on the ACT
COMPASS exam. Students who do not intend to seek an associate’s degree are exempt
from taking the assessment instrument; however, all students must meet individual course
prerequisites such as those for entry-level English and mathematics courses (KCTCS,
2008). Scores obtained from college placement tests indicated a large number of entering
college students were not prepared for college-level classes (Hiemstra, 2005).
After completing the enrollment application at BSCTC, prospective students are
required to submit scores attained on a college placement test such as the ACT, SAT, and
the COMPASS test scores (BSCTCa, 2008, p. 19). The BSCTC administers the
COMPASS test for college placement daily on a walk–in basis. Scores are available
immediately after applicants complete the COMPASS placement test. The testing center
staff discusses the COMPASS entrance scores achieved to the applicant immediately
after the exam. Students placing into developmental classes are angry and disheartened,
demanding to retake the test at the soonest available time (D. Castle, Director of Testing
Services, BSCTC, personal communication, December 2008). However, students are
unable to take a turnaround placement test to ensure the test is reliable and valid.
BSCTC’s enrollment committee internal policy does not permit applicants to retake the
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college placement test for one semester or after 45 hours of remedial tutoring or course
work in each deficit academic skills area (BSCTC, 2008b) .
Support for Student Learners in the Enrollment Process
BSCTC administered the CCSSE to student samples in 2006 and 2007. This
survey provides participating college benchmarks to measure student perceptions of a
college’s achievement in providing active and collaborative learning, student–faculty
interaction, academic challenge, student effort, and support for learners (CCSSE, 2007).
CCSSE data were compared with data gathered from the face-to-face student
focus sessions and directed further study into the college’s student support services and
procedures. Students interested in pursuing an education at BSCTC must first complete
the enrollment process through the student support services unit.
BSCTC students consistently identified several areas of concern within the area of
support for learners. Introduction to college orientation, registration processes, and
remediation services for basic academic skills were deemed ineffective in these focus
groups. Data showed that only 18.8% of students used tutoring services, only 9.1% often
used career counseling services, and 19.4% often used academic advising services
(CCSSE, 2007).
Faculty advising is especially ineffective at BSCTC in the summer when faculty
members with 10-month contracts are not available and the majority of new students
wish to enroll (BSCTC Provost and Deans Committee Minutes, 2009) . This phenomenon
is readily apparent to the deans and administrators who have 12-month contracts.
Students complain about the lack of advisors during the summer months. Faculty are paid
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a stipend to commit several days during the summer for advising, and trained volunteer
staff are rotated for advising purposes (BSCTC Provost and Deans Committee Minutes).
The administration believes that increased attention to the significance of advising and
orientation to the COMPASS college placement test can significantly contribute to the
student developing a successful educational plan.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

This chapter summarizes the methodology used in this study to explore the
differences between spring 2008 COMPASS mean scores attained by students in the nontreatment group not exposed to The COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint
presentation and the spring 2009 COMPASS mean scores attained by students in the
treatment group exposed to the COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation.
First, the research design, institutional setting, student population and sample are
discussed. Evidence for support of validity and reliability are provided. Second, data
collection procedures are discussed.
Research Design
The research design for this study was quasi-experimental (Fraenkel & Wallen,
2006). A quasi-experimental design was selected as the most reasonable design because
the design involves selecting groups upon which a variable is tested without any random
pre-selection process. It was impossible to randomly select individuals for the study due
to the walk-in basis for placement testing during the two segments of semesters studied.
The members of the non-treatment group selected were all test takers during the first
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three and one-half months of spring semester 2008, and the members of the treatment
sample were test-takers during the first three and one-half months of spring semester
2009. The remainder of test-takers during the spring 2008 and 2009 semesters was
comprised of high school students graduating in May 2008 or 2009. Students’ scores
were obtained from the students’ online academic records in the KCTCS PeopleSoft
student data system. Approval for researching student records was obtained from G.
Edwards, President of BSCTC, as well as from the Institutional Review Board.
Institutional Setting
With the passage of the Kentucky Postsecondary Education Improvement Act of
1997, also known as House Bill 1, Governor Paul Patton created the community and
technical college system; bringing together 15 technical colleges and 13 community
colleges under one governing board. Mayo Technical College and Prestonsburg
Community College together began the process of consolidating programs, services, staff
and facilities in July 2002. From July 1, 2002, until June 30, 2003, the colleges operated
in a transition phase while pursuing single accreditation from SACS. On August 15,
2003, the KCTCS Board of Regents approved BSCTC as the name of the consolidated
institution.
Current Setting at Big Sandy Community and Technical College
BSCTC offers degree, diploma, and certificate options within 26 different fields
of study with many of the classes available through the Internet, Kentucky Educational
Television, interactive television, and CD-ROM as well as the traditional face-to-face
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class. Students in area high schools have the opportunity to take advantage of the high
school partnerships and are eligible to simultaneously graduate with both a high school
diploma and an associate’s degree.
Consistent with the mission of the KCTCS as defined in the Kentucky
Postsecondary Education Improvement Act of 1997 (Callahan, Bowling, Burch, &
Butler, 1997), BSCTC believes “in the dignity, worth, and uniqueness of each individual
and a person’s right to achieve his or her fullest potential” (BSCTC, 2008a, p. 6). Based
on the preceding belief, “the College maintains a living and learning environment that
promotes diversity, fosters open educational opportunities, and ensures the efficient
operation of the College” (BSCTC, 2008a, p. 6). Further, the mission of BSCTC strives
to provide a 2-year course of general and technical studies designed for transfer to a
baccalaureate program, the training necessary to develop a workforce with skills to meet
industry needs, and remedial and continuing education to improve the employability of
citizens. BSCTC focuses on four major goals:
x

Promote excellence in teaching and learning.

x

Increase student access and success.

x

Expand diversity and global awareness.

x

Expand the economic development of communities and the
commonwealth.

The Student Engagement Center was planned in fall 2007 for the SACS
Commission on Colleges Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). During the summer of 2008,
BSCTC created the Center for Student Engagement (CSE), an initiative to improve
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access to advising services. Building upon the current policies and procedures of the
BSCTC, pre-college placement testing and the testing procedures were assessed to
determine what support students required for success.
The center was designed to enhance support services, particularly academic
advising. BSCTC based its concept of advising as defined in the Western New Mexico
University Advising Task Torce (2001) minute: “Academic advising goes beyond the
clerical function of scheduling classes and preparing degree plans. Good academic
advising assists students in clarifying personal and career goals, developing consistent
educational goals, and evaluating the progress toward established goals” (para. 1).
KCTCS accepts college placement test scores from both the ACT and the
COMPASS placement test. The majority of entering students take the COMPASS
placement test during their college enrollment process. The majority of the enrollees are
unprepared to take the exam and lack the knowledge about the importance this test will
have in their academic plans or finances. J. Wright, the college’s Associate Dean of
Student Affairs stated, “The majority of individuals enrolling in the college desire to be
advised, take the placement test, register for classes, and leave the campus with a class
schedule in hand within a timeframe as short as possible” (personal communication,
August 15, 2007).
Population
BSCTC students’ demographic data are similar to community colleges across the
country. Big Sandy students represent a diverse population in terms of age,
socioeconomic background, academic preparation, and other common characteristics.
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Seventy-two percent of entering students at BSCTC need at least one developmental class
as indicated by college placement testing scores. The open enrollment policy taxes an
advising system that is already disjointed and does not function effectively. Statistics
relative to these areas provide the reader with a picture of those who seek new
opportunities through BSCTC. Students attending BSCTC mirror the students of other
community colleges across this country in many ways. There is diversity within
this similarity, but the student issues and concerns that face faculty, staff, and
administration remain constant with those of BSCTC colleagues in the Commonwealth of
Kentucky and beyond. During the fall semester of 2008, the college served 4,798 fulltime students enrolled in college credit offerings; 58% of the students were full time and
enrolled in 12 or more credit hours. This student population had the following
characteristics: 4,278 identified themselves as White Non-Hispanic; 14 were listed as
American Indian or Alaskan Native; 8 were listed as Asian or Pacific Islander; 21 were
listed as Black, Non-Hispanic; 473 were listed as Unknown; and 0 were listed as Nonresident Alien. The cohorts of students taking the COMPASS placement tests spring
2008 and spring 2009 are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1
Population Taking Placement Tests

Reading

Writing

Mathematics

Total Test

No
Orientation
Presentation

Students in
Spring
Semester
2008
January 1 –
March 15

89

94

87

270

Received
Orientation
Presentation

Students in
Spring
Semester
2009
January 1 –
March 15

92

94

87

273

Table 1 depicts the numbers of students in 2008 compared to numbers of students in 2009
who took the COMPASS placement test.

The non–treatment group selected were all test takers during the first three and one-half
months of spring semester 2008 and the treatment group were test-takers during the first
three and one-half months of spring semester 2009. It is assumed that this sample
represented the true population of all individuals taking a COMPASS placement test at
BSCTC.
Instrumentation
®

Instruments used in the research were the ACT COMPASS , a computer-adaptive
course placement assessment often used by community colleges, and the COMPASS
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orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation. College readiness benchmark cut scores
were identified on the COMPASS scale corresponding to success in credit-bearing
community college courses (ACT, 2010). Students who meet a benchmark on the ACT or
COMPASS have approximately a 50% chance of earning a B or better and approximately
a 75% chance of earning a C or better in the corresponding college course or courses.
(ACT, 2010).

Reliability and Validity

COMPASS Placement Test
Since 1959, ACT has provided to postsecondary institutions informational
services to support its student assessment programs. Data from 98 institutions and over
90,000 students were used to establish the benchmarks for college readiness. The data
were weighted to be nationally representative of 2- and 4-year postsecondary institutions
nationwide (ACT, n.d., p.3).
KCTCS contracted with ACT in 2001 to determine cut scores for the System’s 28
community and technical colleges. ACT, Inc., validated cut scores using current course
placement statistics received from numerous participating colleges. Using these data,
grades in standard English courses had a weak median correlation of .24 with COMPASS
writing skills scores and a weak median correlation of .16 with COMPASS Reading
scores. Grades in mathematics courses had a weak median correlation of .20 to .40 with
COMPASS pre-algebra, algebra, or college algebra scores. The psychometrics of the
exam indicated the validity of the COMPASS is based upon its ability to effectively place
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students in the appropriate level of instruction as well as to assess the effectiveness of the
remedial instruction for revised placement. Reliability of the exams ranged between .73–
.90. Test–retest reliability data were not reported. The test publisher offers a predictive
validity system to measure a student’s predicted probability of success in a standard-level
course. Institutions can then choose their own definitions of success (i.e., grade of A, B,
C) to establish the appropriate cut score for that particular institution. Median correlations
between COMPASS and course grades appear to be adequate. Standard error
measurements for each score provide institutions with confidence intervals for
establishing localized cut scores for minimum student performance (ACT, 1997).

COMPASS Orientation Tutorial PowerPoint Presentation
The PowerPoint presentation was developed to improve understanding of the
computer mechanics needed to complete the COMPASS placement test. The BSCTC
education specialist wrote the basic story board for the presentation based on actual
computer screen shots. An ad hoc committee consisting of advising and placement
personnel and faculty from the developmental program were instrumental in providing
input in writing, reading, pre-algebra, and algebra samples.
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Procedure
This section contains a description of the data collection procedures used in this
study. The statistical procedures section presents the research design, the materials, and
the processes involved in the research.

Data Collection Procedure
For this research study, COMPASS placement test data were collected from
PeopleSoft student records from January 1, 2008, through March 31, 2008, and January
1, 2009, through March 31, 2009. All records for students taking the COMPASS
placement test at BSCTC from January 1, 2008, through March 31, 2008, and January 1,
2009 through March 31, 2009, were selected.

Statistical Procedure
The independent t-test was used to compare the scores on the COMPASS college
placement tests (two sample means) as the two samples were independent of one another.
The spring 2009 sample COMPASS college entrance test score means were compared to
the spring 2008 sample COMPASS college entrance test score means to determine the
effect of the 5-minute COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation. The tvalue was the difference between the two means divided by their sum of squares with the
degrees of freedom taken into consideration. The scores were compared to determine if a
significant difference in placement scores were found after one group of students
completed the COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation immediately
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preceding the placement test. Scores were compared for reading, writing, algebra, and
pre-algebra.

Treatment
The COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation was developed by
the BSCTC Assessment and Placement Testing Center educational specialist and the
advising and placement ad hoc committee in the fall 2008 semester. Faculty from the
developmental department teaching English and reading were content specialists for
those portions of the presentation. The pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial
PowerPoint presentation for reading attempted to help students manipulate the computer
steps in correctly defining missing or incorrect sentence grammar and structure. Much
time was spent in developing the PowerPoint slides to accurately portray the COMPASS
computer screens during testing.
The mathematics portion of the presentation was developed with the input from
the mathematics faculty. The presentation was designed to be shown during the first 5
minutes of each seating time for administering the placement test.
Testing facilitators explained the purpose for the COMPASS placement exams.
Students were told that tuition was charged for the developmental classes and that these
classes did not count toward programs or selected majors, requiring added expense and
extended semesters before they could achieve their educational goals. Immediately
preceding the administration of the COMPASS placement test, students were shown a 5minute COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation. This presentation
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was shown by the testing specialist who discussed the technical aspects of the
computerized adaptive exam. Several examples were shown and discussed for each of the
three testing domains of mathematics, reading, and writing. The computer mechanics of
the reading and writing portions were included in the presentation as were explanations
for selecting correct answers on reading comprehension and vocabulary questions. In
addition, students were shown how to access the COMPASS calculator available for the
pre-algebra and algebra sections of the test on the computer screen. No attempt was made
to teach calculation of the mathematical problems.

Chapter Summary
This research study assessed whether there was an improvement in COMPASS
college placement scores after reviewing a PowerPoint presentation, thereby enabling
more students to place into college level work, bypassing developmental classes.
Students participated in the COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation after
requesting to take the COMPASS placement test. The COMPASS orientation tutorial
PowerPoint presentation detailed the mechanics of the test. The research study compared
students not exposed to a COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation during
spring 2008 with students participating in the COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint
presentation during spring 2009. After students participated in the tutorial, the researcher
believed there would be an improvement in COMPASS college placement scores, and
therefore fewer students would be placed into developmental classes. Results compared
COMPASS placement test scores from January 2008 through March 2008 to COMPASS
scores with January 2009 through March 2009.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS OF THE STUDY

Introduction
The purpose of this research study was to compare the COMPASS mean scores of
students who participated in an orientation session with the COMPASS mean scores of
students who did not pareticipate in the orientation. The 5-minute COMPASS orientation
tutorial PowerPoint presentation was specific to the mechanics of taking the
computerized COMPASS college placement test, as students stated uncertainty about
how to interpret the online directions given in the exam tutorial. The 5 minutes allotted
for this “orientation” was intentionally short to accommodate the testing center time
frames.

Research Question
This chapter presents the findings of the research study and answers the following
research question: Is there a difference in COMPASS college placement mean scores
between students who received a pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint
presentation and COMPASS College placement mean scores of students not receiving a
pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation?
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Data Verification
COMPASS placement test data were collected from PeopleSoft student records
from January 1, 2008, through March 31 2008, and January 1, 2009, through March 31,
2009. All records for students taking the COMPASS placement test at BSCTC from
January 1, 2008, through March 3, 2008, and January 1, 2009, through March 31, 2009
were selected as the research population.
Confidence level is the likelihood that the difference in means is not due to
random chance. For this research study, a confidence level of 95% was used. Confidence
level is related to the level of significance (). A 95% confidence level corresponds to  =
.05. Each of the samples for reading, writing, pre-algebra, and algebra represented the
relevant population, and each group tested was independent of the other.
It was assumed that the variances within each group were equal. Therefore, the F
test for independent variances was not conducted prior to the t-test. The groups did not
have the same numbers of respondents, but it is not necessary for the two groups to have
the same number of respondents when conducting an independent sample t-test. Because
this was testing the null hypothesis that the two means are not equal, a two-tailed test was
used. The academic skills reading, writing, pre-algebra, and algebra comparison data are
shown in the tables two through five.
The mean scores from each cohort group for each academic skill level in reading,
writing, pre-algebra, and algebra were analyzed to determine if there were differences
between scores on the COMPASS placement tests in 2008 and 2009. When comparing
two independent samples, there is some likelihood (confidence level) that the means
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obtained from the two groups are significantly different. The difference in the mean
reading scores between the treatment group and non-treatment group was not significant
as shown in Table 2. The mean scores for reading were not improved statistically by
viewing a pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation.

Table 2
Reading Scores Comparison 2008 vs. 2009
N

Mean

SEM

SD

t

2008 Reading
Scores
No Orientation

89

75.76000

1.46555

13.82600

1.064

2009 Reading
Scores
Orientation

92

77.97000

1.46961

14.09600

Sig
0.2885

* p < .05

The difference in the mean writing scores between the treatment group and nontreatment group was not significant as shown in Table 3. The mean scores for writing
were not improved statistically by viewing a pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial
PowerPoint presentation. The two-tailed p value equals 0.4058. By conventional criteria,
the difference between the mean scores was not statistically significant.
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Table 3
Writing Scores Comparison 2008 vs. 2009
N

Mean

SEM

SD

t

Sig

2008 Writing
Scores
No Orientation

94

51.48000

3.09540

29.85100

0.832

0.4058

2009 Writing
Scores
Orientation

93

54.880

2.66406

25.82900

* p < .05

The difference in the mean pre-algebra scores between the treatment group and
non-treatment group was not significant as shown in Table 4. The mean scores for prealgebra were not improved statistically by viewing a pre-test COMPASS orientation
tutorial PowerPoint presentation. The two-tailed p value equals 0.1116. By conventional
criteria, the difference between the mean scores was not statistically significant.

Table 4
Pre-Algebra Scores Comparison 2008 vs. 2009
N

Mean

SEM

SD

2009 PreAlgebra Scores
No Orientation

113

39.70000

1.67119

17.76500

2008 PreAlgebra Scores
Orientation

87

35.93000

1.58576

14.79100

* p < .05
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t

Sig

1.598

0.1116

The mean scores on the COMPASS placement exam for algebra were
significantly different between those who had the intervention of the pre-test COMPASS
orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation. The two-tailed p value equals 0.0127. By
conventional criteria, the difference between the mean scores was statistically significant.

Table 5
Algebra Scores Comparison 2008 vs. 2009
N

Mean

SEM

SD

t

Sig

2008 Algebra
Scores
No Orientation

109

22.36000

0.73580

7.68200

2.564

0.0127*

2009 Algebra
Scores
Orientation

65

25.83000

1.28934

10.39500

* p < .05

The differences in the mean scores of reading, writing, and pre-algebra between the
treatment group and non-treatment group were not statistically significant. However,
higher means existed for all students who participated in orientation. A statistically
significant difference was found in algebra COMPASS scores after intervention with the
pre-test COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation.
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The two-tailed p value equals 0.0127 and by conventional criteria, the difference
between the mean scores was statistically significant. The reason for an improved score
in algebra was not expected.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study attempted to improve college placement test scores by
providing a 5-minute COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation to describe
the computer mechanics of the COMPASS college placement test. This tutorial,
Orientation to COMPASS, presented by the testing specialist, discussed the technical
aspects of the computerized adaptive exam particularly related to the reading, writing,
pre-algebra, and algebra segments.
Conclusions
A 5-minute pre-test orientation does not significantly improve reading, writing ,
or pre-algebra COMPASS placement test scores. This research study found that
significantly improved scores existed on the algebra exam after intervention with the
COMPASS orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation. All academic skill areas should
be included when discussing college readiness expectations. A discussion about the
different expectations between high school curricula and college expectations is not
covered in this dissertation; however, it is immensely important and might solve most
causes of low college placement test scores. Improving student scores on the COMPASS
college placement test necessitates more intensive advisement about the importance this
exam has on students’ future academics.
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Recommendations
Orientations and workshops should be mandatory for all college applicants.
Online web sources should contain materials and web links for COMPASS study
questions, COMPASS Web site addresses, and college pre-test workshop and orientation
dates. A more intensive pre-test workshop may help raise all scores on the COMPASS
college placement test. Future applicants should receive packets of material with
COMPASS study questions, COMPASS Web site addresses, and college pre-test
workshop dates. Prospective students should be required to attend an intensive pre-test
workshop and be required to make an appointment to take the exam. The COMPASS
orientation tutorial PowerPoint presentation outlining the mechanics of the test should be
available on the college enrollment Web site as well as shown immediately prior to actual
testing.
The community college open door policy requires students to be prepared for
success in credit-bearing classes. Everyone loses when students are not prepared for their
future. Students who are unprepared for college level classes delay entry into creditbearing classes and experience extended time to graduation and increased financial
obligations. The consequences of being unprepared increase frustration leading to a
higher attrition rate and higher loan default rates for colleges.
Colleges alone cannot solve the problem of under preparation. Stakeholders such
as local advisory committees, community businesses, and high schools should be
involved with college application requirements. How underprepared college students
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impact the available workforce pool and the local economy should be discussed with
these stakeholders.
The CSE was initiated for improving advising services. This includes improving
procedures in the admission and enrollment department at the college. As a result of this
study, the Early Student Engagement (EaSE) program, is in development with the local
Adult Basic Education (ABE) program. The EaSE program will offer free COMPASS
prep workshops over a 2-week period. During EaSE, college applicants will be exposed
to college-level expectations required for these subject areas, enabling students the time
to reflect on courses and programs available. This will lead to making appropriate and
timely academic decisions. Nontraditional and traditional students alike often need short
refresher courses before attempting the COMPASS college placement test. This upfront
planning may provide a greater opportunity for students academically challenged to
receive the assistance needed to become successful. This research may be useful in
deciding other services the EaSE program could implement to help students plan for
college success.
Adult education programs are federally and state funded, mandating strict
adherence to requirements. Pretesting with the Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)
should be mandatory and used to diagnose academic skill areas which need more targeted
study. ABE programs require individuals to attend 45 hours (or more) of instruction
before participants can be entered in the program’s headcount—a major program measure
of success. This requirement may be met by developing a workshop lasting for 5 hours
daily for 10 days. Students would then be post-tested with TABE to assess readiness for
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COMPASS retesting or another admission test in a COMPASS prep workshop. Student
services recruiting programs should plan visits to high school juniors to discuss college
placement testing policies and methods for reviewing academic skills during the senior
year of high school. In addition, a comprehensive advising period before placement
testing should discuss educational goals with applicants seeking admission into the
college.
Discussion
The traditional community college population is “predominantly first generation,
commuter, under-prepared and diverse in all ways including age, ethnicity, ability, and
socioeconomic background” (King, 2002, p. 34). BSCTC is very different in ethnic
diversity, with over 94% of students responding as being non-Hispanic White (CCSSE,
2007). Most traditional-aged students in the service area are from rural high schools.
Nationally, and in Kentucky, most colleges offer general institutional credit for
developmental courses, which does not count toward a degree. This prevents enrollment
in most college-level classes until developmental course work is completed (Basmat &
Lewis, 2003). These requirements restrict students’ course schedules and impede the
ability to take classes related to a major course of study.
Community college enrollments often increase when the economy worsens.
According to Motz (2009), “Whether it’s the economy, new academic programs or better
recruiting, community colleges are seeing an enrollment boom. While enrollment has
been growing steadily at many 2-year institutions, this fall appears likely to set records
for many of these colleges” (para. 1).
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The KCTCS announced in August 2009 an estimated record enrollment of more
than 100,000 students for the 2009 fall semester, an 11.2% increase over fall 2008. This
represents the third largest annual enrollment increase since the statewide system of 16
college and 67 campuses was formed in 1998 and the largest since 2001 (KCTCS, 2009).
Along with this influx of new sudents, there will be many who cannot begin
earning college credit due to poor academic skills in reading, writing, and/or
mathematics. These are desperate times for those returning who find themselves in need
of retraining for future careers. These individuals do not have the luxury of spending
three semesters of tuition dollars to expend in non-credit, remedial course work. It was
time to rethink college academic skill deficiencies years ago; now it is time to do some
difficult re-engineering of the entire educational system to maintain pace with the rest of
the world.
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CERTIFICATION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS EDUCATION

Sue Garland 315 Fifth Street Paintsville, KY 41240
Certification Expires: 3/11/2009
IRB Training Certification ID #3477.

DESCRIPTION OF INVESTIGATOR EDUCATION
Beginning in July 2000, the Mississippi State University Office of Research and the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) implemented a required training program for all investigators who use or plan to use
human supjects in research.
Sue Garland successfully completed the Basic CIT'· Course in the Protection of Human
Research SUbjects for Social and Behavioral Research by completing the following required
modules on 3/11/2006.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Introduction to the Protection of Human Subjects in Research through the Belmont Report
History and Ethical Principals
Defining Research with Human Subjects
The Regulations and the Social and Behavioral Sciences
Assessing Risk in Social and Behavioral Sciences
Informed Consent
Privacy and Confidentiality
Links to Ethical Codes and Regulations of Human SUbjects in Research

In addition to compietlon of the ern Basic Course, ali investigators conducting human subjects
research at MSU should download and review the IRB Investigator's Manual at
http://www.msstate.edu/dept/compliance/irb/irbpolicy.htm. The Investigator's Manual contains
valuable information about the submission process, as well as a section on Frequently Asked
Questions. .
Every three years, investigators will be required to complete additional training and a new
certification will be issued at that time.
*CITI is the Collaborative IRS Training Initiative developed by the University of Miami.

Office of Regulatory Compliance PO. Box 6223 • 8A Morgan Street • Mailstop 9563 •
Mississippi State, MS 39762 • (662) 325-3294 • FAX (662) 325-8776
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